THE LAST OF THE JAGIELLOS
city representatives from the local Diets. In Cracow itself
a quarrel between a noble and a tradesman (already
described in detail) was followed by a very grave mis-
carriage of justice in which Sigismund acquiesced. But,
in his behalf, it must be said his difficulties with the ring
of enemies around Poland were so acute that he was
continually, and against his will, obliged to concede new
privileges to the nobles, generally to the disadvantage of
the rest of the nation.
Sigismund's queen, the Mantuan Bona Sforza,
furnishes one of the most picturesque figures in Polish
history. She had great beauty and keen wit, and these
gave her unexampled success as a woman; her masterful
instincts, her proud spirit, her indomitable will compel
her comparison to Elizabeth or Catherine as a great
queen. But besides these she had the evil genius, the
greed, the unscrupulousness associated with many Italian
noblewomen of the period, and her reputation for these
has obscured the meaning of her better qualities. In her
own day scholars lauded her Latinity, poets praised her
wit, and artists outrivalled each other in endeavouring to
convey her rare beauty to canvas. It was due to her
efforts that an afterglow of the Italian Renaissance
illumined the Court of Poland, leaving traces of tender
and graceful influences that may be discerned to this
day.
The king himself was a generous patron of the arts,
and the best architecture of Poland owes its existence
to the interest he took in building, and the encourage-
ment he showered on talented architects of all races.
But now he was growing old, and his strength was
waning. The last years of the kings of Poland were
usually embittered by the question of the succession, and
the doubt of securing the throne to their heirs. His own
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